Byron often sneered at 'S[outhey]'s unsaleables', 1 particularly Thalaba the Destroyer.
Byron's assertion that Southey had written 'passages equal to anything' is supported by the existence of various verses which Byron appears to have thought worthy of emulation.
2 Certainly there are a number of occasions where Byron lifted images and themes from the 'Epic Renegade ' (DJ, 'Dedication', 1) Southey's poem on the trials and tribulations of 'Domdaniel's dread destroyer' (EBSR, 213), the epic Thalaba. Tim Fulford's comment that 'Byron could not have written his Oriental romances without the example of Thalaba to imitate ', 3 is reinforced by David Seed's consideration of Byron's recreation of the vampire theme from Thalaba the Destroyer (1801) in The Giaour, 4 and Marilyn Butler's examination of Thalaba as the origin of both the passage containing the fisherman's curse and that where the monks guess that the Giaour is possessed. 5 One previously unrecognised example of what Coleridge refers to as Byron's 'Mocking Bird' habits of appropriation and assimilation is found in Childe Harold Canto IV, where Byron reuses Southey's presentation of the Upas Tree from Thalaba Book 10. 6 The Upas Tree legend describes a mythical tree on a tropical island, a tool of divine punishment against the wicked. The ubiquity of the tale was such that tracing lines of influence to Byron is difficult. However, by focusing on the disparity between the common themes and Byron's own rendition, a clearer idea might be gained. The versions of the tale circulating during the period, based on Foerschs's widely publicised There is no evidence that Byron was inspired by what he termed Darwin's 'pompous chime' (EBSR, 893), and there is a marked disparity between the earlier work's lulling syllables and the stark depiction of the spiritual desolation found in Childe Harold. The thematic focuses of the works also differ. There are, however, pronounced similarities between Byron and Southey's descriptions of the spread of the Upas' poison. While Southey was undeniably influenced by Darwin's pleonastic lines, 13 Byron's aggressive presentation of the violent destruction caused by 'this all-blasting tree' owes far more to Thalaba, with a number of images lifted from the poem which are modulated in distinctive ways. In turn, the close paralleling of the themes and imagery from Byron's presentation of the Upas Tree motif in A Tale of Paraguay (1825) could reveal Southey's interaction with and response to Byron's reworking of the Thalaba passage. Whether this second appropriation was deliberate or unconscious, the effect is of a dialogue, each assimilating and amplifying the work of the other. Moreover, the analogous themes and images in Byron and Southey's renditions groups them together, separated from the majority of other presentations of the Upas legend during this period, including Darwin's, owing to their joint focus on the spread of the poison and use of the Upas as a metaphor, rather than on the collection of the toxin by condemned criminals.
Returning to Darwin's description of the 'Fell Upas' lurking 'Fierce in dread silence on the blasted heath' in 'Loves of the Plants', it is significant that his Upas Tree is barely mentioned, an almost absent-presence, largely obscured by Darwin's florid descriptions of the former beauties of the island, which are designed to soothe, rather than shock, the reader. The soft cadences of the sibilant verses lull the ear:
Here seas of glass with gay reflections smile Round the green coasts of Java's palmy isle; A spacious plain extends its upland scene, Rocks rise on rocks, and fountains gush between; Soft zephyrs blow, eternal summers reign, And showers prolific bless the soil,-in vain! No spicy nutmeg scents the vernal gales, Nor towering plantain shades the mid-day vales; No grassy mantle hides the sable hills, No flowery chaplet crowns the trickling rills; Nor tufted moss, nor leathery lichen creeps In russet tapestry o'er the crumbling steeps. No step retreating, on the sand impress'd, Invites the visit of a second guest; No refluent fin the unpeopled stream divides, No revolant pinion cleaves the airy tides. (3, 233) In spite of the toxic, lifeless landscape, the descriptions of how the 'soft zephyrs blow', 'showers' that 'prolific bless the soil', and 'eternal summers reign' create an impression of pleasant tranquillity on 'Java's palmy isle', encouraging the reader to overlook the fact that the only movement in this former pastoral arcadia is that of inanimate elements. Unlike Byron's deliberately provocative verses concerning the effects of the Upas Tree 's lethal venom, Darwin's readers are left with a vision of verdant beauty, evoking wistful nostalgia. Moreover, there is no sense of punitive retribution. Darwin dwells upon the minutiae of the extinct flora and fauna, and links the Upas with GrecoRoman mythology in a manner far removed from Byron's alignment of it with the retributive justice of the Old Testament.
The The aptness of this commentary on Darwin's verses serves to highlight the disparity between his and Byron's presentations of the Upas motif. In the latter, the language is terse, the abrupt immediacy forcing the reader to face the horror of the absolute desolation of a guilt-ridden spirit. While Darwin might have been the source of Byron's knowledge of the Upas motif, he was not the source of the presentation of the mythical tree in Childe Harold's Pilgrimage. The later poet uses the myth in quite a different manner, as an emblem of spiritual desolation and, implicitly, one of divine punishment. Byron's description of the Upas, and the specific imagery used to detail the spread of its lethal toxins, is far more obviously a recreation of Southey's poetic model than a reprisal of Darwin's. Unlike the depiction of the Upas Tree in 'Loves of the Plants', which draws attention away from the arid sterility of a blasted landscape by focusing on its bygone beauties, Southey's portrayal of the Upas Tree motif in Thalaba is arresting, trapping the reader in the immediate present as the poison spreads and death follows. Byron adopts a similar tone, and in this he clearly follows Southey's precedent rather than Darwin's.
In Thalaba, the Upas is presented as originating from the poison which drips from between the lips of a 'red haired Christian' tortured to death at the wish of the witch Khawala. She and the islanders have committed this crime in order to collect the 'exquisite poison' that 'froths upon his lips' at the moment he expires. Here, Southey's knowledge of the popular concept of the Upas poison as a valuable commodity is visible, however he refocuses the story slightly to give greater prominence to the punitive purpose of the Upas Tree, recasting it as the vehicle of the Christian God's vengeance rather than that of the Muslim divinity.
14 At the very moment the Christian dies, the whole island convulses with revulsion at the heathen wickedness of the islanders:
Enough the Island crimes had cried to Heaven, The measure of their guilt was full, The hour of wrath was come.
Southey's lines imply that it is the Christian God's retribution which makes the 'poison burst upon the bowl' with such force that it spills over 'upon the earth' and 'from that accursed venom springs / The Upas Tree of Death' (Thalaba, 10, 652-62).
In contrast to the majority of works from this period containing the Upas motif, including Darwin's poem, which are situated in a land which has been dead for decades, in Thalaba Southey focuses on the spread of the poison as it flows towards the sea, seeps into the ground and diffuses into the air:
Alone, beside a rivulet it stands The Upas Tree of Death. Thro' barren banks the barren waters flow, The fish that meet them in the unmingling sea Float poisoned on the waves. Tree grows not near, nor bush, nor flower, nor herb, The Earth has lost its parent powers of life And the fresh dew of Heaven that there descends, Steams in rank poison up. (10, The ebb and flow of the irregular lines, veering between iambic pentameter and iambic trimeter, convey the relentless implacability of the Upas Tree's unremitting destruction, as wave after wave of poison streams out. The contamination of the dew falling from 'Heaven', mutating into a 'rank poison' as it touches the earth, not only strengthens the reader's sense of observing current developments, but also draws attention to the celestial instigator and punitive purpose of this destruction. The impression of the ground as suffering under a divine curse is reinforced by the earth's sterility, stripped of its 'parent powers of life'. Unlike Darwin's oceans, emptied by a past catastrophe, Southey's are full of dead and dying fish. There is an immediacy to the image, produced by the visual journey the reader takes, travelling along the river from the Upas Tree to the sea. Southey reinforces the sense of being part of an ongoing event by maintaining the present tense throughout. This is also visible in the repetition of 'nor'. The brevity of these reiterated negative absences is more evocative than Darwin's backwards-looking perspective which focuses on the landscape visible before the spread of the poison.
I would argue that Southey's influence is visible in Byron's presentations of the Upas Tree motif in Childe Harold's Pilgrimage. Although the latter was written a number of years after Southey's epic, Byron clearly recasts Southey's portrayal of the Upas theme. Certainly a difference might be discerned in the fact that Southey's rendition has a physical location, whereas Byron's is a mental state, yet both emphasise the role of the Upas as a punitive tool of divine retribution. Byron's Upas Tree is strongly associated with the 'ineradicable taint of sin', and the desolation caused by a guilt-ridden conscience and conviction of damnation. This 'all-blasting tree' tortures the 'immedicable soul' with all the evils of the world, including 'Disease, death and bondage' and far worse psychological torments. Southey's model gives Byron a means of coherently expressing his own distinctive perception of the destructive blight of sin which renders life a barren desolate existence, as bleak and lifeless as the island described by Southey:
Our life is a false nature-'tis not in The harmony of things,-this hard decree, This ineradicable taint of sin, This boundless Upas, this all blasting tree, Whose root is earth, whose leaves and branches be The skies which rain their plagues on men like dewDisease, death and bondage-all the woes we seeAnd worse the woes we see not-which throb through The immedicable soul, with heart aches ever new. (IV, 126) Byron's verse displays the same context of desolation and destruction evident in Southey's passage, and broadly imitates the pattern laid out by Southey in alluding to sins, the resultant punishment in the form of the Upas, and then tracing the various effects of the poison diffusing out across different landscapes. Southey's presentation of the destructiveness of the Upas tree as a form of divine retribution against the wicked seems to particularly authorise Byron's own depiction of the Upas as an emblem of divinely originated destruction (the 'hard decree') and the mental desolation of a sinner's conscience. This is enhanced by Byron's use of the present tense to intensify the vivid portrayal of the constant torment suffered by a sinner, capturing the same sense of immediacy as that created by Southey and, like the older poet, presenting the diffusion of the Upas venom in stages as the tree grows and rain falls, bringing with it death and destruction.
Byron's close thematic and textual response to Thalaba extends to specific imagery, recycling images which Southey uses to convey the distorting effects of the Upas Tree. Byron's line describing the 'skies which rain their plagues on men like dew' is almost an inversion of Southey's: Byron takes a slightly modified single line and uses it to emphasise the destructive blight of a guilty conscience, as part of his wider engagement with Southey's Upas passage. Whereas Southey's dew is unsullied as it falls, and then steams up as a 'rank poison' on coming into contact with the Upas toxins, Byron shows the heavens raining noxious plagues down onto the earth 'like dew'. The connotations of freshness and purity associated with 'dew' heighten the contrast with the plague of death and slavery. Southey's influence is also visible in stanza 120, which precedes the lines quoted above, and can be read as an allusion to the actual specifics of the noxious poisons emanating from the Upas Tree:
tares of haste, Rank at the core, though tempting to the eyes, Flowers whose wild odours breathe but agonies And trees whose gums are poison.
While the allusion to 'tares' is reminiscent of the parable in Mathew 13:24-30, the presentation of a corrupted and corrupting nature which destroys all that it touches certainly resembles the passage in Thalaba, and the language parallels that used by Southey. In particular, the use of 'rank' in proximity to 'poison' is strikingly reminiscent of Southey's line 'Steams in rank poison up'. The correlations with Southey's work are heightened by the fact that Byron's lines are describing venomous trees and plants which should offer nurture and tasty fruits, but instead contaminate and kill in a similar fashion to Southey's 'barren' river waters which poison all inhabitants. Byron arguably uses the precedent of Southey's verses, in which 'guilt', and the mention of 'Heaven' in association with 'wrath', emphasise the impression of divine retribution, to establish the notion of merited divine vengeance against the wicked. Southey's seas are full of floating fish carcasses, rotting on the waves; Byron's skies rain down toxic plagues and spiritual damnation on all humanity. The contrast with Darwin's 'vernal gales' which are no longer scented with 'spicy nutmeg' and his 'trickling rills' which are not crowned with a 'flowering chaplet' could not be more pronounced.
Further evidence of Byron's modelling his poem after Southey's example is visible in Childe Harold's Pilgrimage Canto III, stanza 34, where Byron again uses the poisontree motif to represent sin and its mental consequences. The anguished torment of guilt is a 'Vitality of poison' and a 'quick root' which feeds the 'deadly branches' of sin and remorse. He describes these 'branches' as producing 'Sorrow's most detested fruit', such as would only grow on the 'Dead Sea's shore'. This stanza can be linked back to Southey's 'barren banks' where 'barren waters flow', as the Dead Sea is one of the most desolate bodies of water in the world, the high salt content and murky waters ensuring that nothing can survive in or near it. Although the Canto IV allusion to the Upas is in a metaphorical, rather than topographical location, in Canto III Byron has found a real location for Southey's literary representation of the Upas Tree, as well as an abstract presentation of the concept of sin, retaining the anguish and retributive atmosphere of Southey's verse.
While Darwin may well be the original source of Byron's knowledge of the Upas Tree myth, and although the presence of conventional motifs in literature-such as the Upas-make it hard to ascertain direct lines of influence, Southey's 'Upas Tree of Death' seems to have been more suggestive for Byron, and was potentially a far more influential source for the later poet's presentation of the 'boundless Upas' than Darwin's.
What makes the relationship more intriguing is that Southey returned to the 'Blasting' Upas Tree motif in A Tale of Paraguay, Canto 3. Could this be an allusion to Byron's own response through the 'all blasting tree '? Unarguably, important features of Byron's Upas passage reappear in Southey's, implying a form of dialogue between the two poets, each reciprocally influencing the other. Although this is a supposition, it is supported by the close textual parallels between the two passages, and by the thematic similarities. In particular, Southey's shift from a literal rendition of the tale to a more metaphorical depiction is reminiscent of Byron's passage, and although the Upas as a metaphor for destruction emerged as a more common concept later in the century, particularly in social reform works advocating temperance, 15 it was unusual earlier in the century and provides an indication that Southey could have been adopting the Byronic precedent.
Previously undisturbed, the 'injured Indian race' suffer all manner of ills due to the invaders' discovery of a tree, 'whose leaves adust supply / The Spaniards with their daily luxury' (Paraguay, 3, 1):
But better for the injured Indian race Had woods of manchineel the land o'erspread: Yea in that tree so blest by Nature 's grace A direr curse had they inherited, Than if the Upas there had rear'd its head And sent its baleful scyons all around, Blasting where 'er its effluent force was shed, In air and water, and the infected ground, All things wherein the breath or sap of life is found. (3, 2) At first glance, Southey is merely reprising his earlier depiction of the Upas motif.
Here we see the notion of pure nature initially sanctified by heaven, and then mutating into corruption. The juxtaposition of 'blest' and 'grace' with 'direr curse' and the association of this tree with the Upas, creates a similar impression to the 'fresh dew of Heaven' being corroded into poison in Thalaba, while the 'infected ground' harks back to the sterile poisoned earth.
However, divergences from the framework of Southey's earlier use of the motif align his second Upas depiction more closely with Byron's. Firstly, there are a number of linguistic correlations. These range from the use of 'blasting' to describe the Upas tree, to the phrase 'infected ground'. This latter expression is not only reminiscent of Thalaba, but also evokes Byron's allusions to the Upas' pestiferous exhalations as taking the form of disease and plague-ridden rains in Canto IV, stanza 126. In addition, the juxtaposition of 'curse ' and 'inherited' conveys the notion of original sin and predestined damnation, strikingly similar to Byron's hereditary 'ineradicable taint of sin'. The association of this inherited curse with the corruption of 'Nature's grace' reinforces this impression, as 'grace ' strikes a religious note, with connotations of salvation and divine mercy, the corruption of such intimating damnation. Moreover, the notion of inherited sin as arising from a beautiful and useful tree carries Edenic undertones, linking it with the Tree of Knowledge-arguably the only Tree which could carry a 'direr curse ' than the 'Blasting' Upas-and this not only strengthens the parallels with Byron's passages in Canto IV, 126 and Canto III, 34, but also reflects the indigenous Indians' transition from a prelapsarian to postlapsarian existence, as their idyllic paradise is destroyed by the Spanish.
But one of the most striking aspects of this stanza is that the Upas is not physically present. Although the 'baleful scyons' of its destructive presence are mentioned, the 'Blasting' tree itself does not grow in Paraguay. Instead, Southey uses the Upas as a metaphor for the destructive tyranny of the Spanish, who are the physical embodiment of its noxious toxins. The traditional, physical Upas destroys 'air and water', infects the ground, and kills 'All things wherein the breath or sap of life is found'. The Spanish mishandling of the land and ruthless exploitation, renders the country 'Barren' of 'Harvests, the fruits of peace […] and wine and oil', while the indigenous population are enslaved and die. Here Southey has moved beyond Byron's notion of the Upas as a metaphor for the 'immedicable ' soul's anguished guilt, and presents the Spanish as the tangible emanation of the absent Upas. The very nature of the destructions reveals a move away from those seen in Thalaba towards those delineated in Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, most notably via the emphasis on disease and slavery. In Southey's second poem, much of the native population is wiped out by European diseases such as small pox and measles, or condemned to 'slavery' and death:
The Indian from his family was torn; And droves on droves were sent to find a grave In woods and swamps, by toil severe outworn, No friend at hand to succour or to mourn, In death unpitied, as in life unblest. O miserable race, to slavery born! (Paraguay, 3, 7)
The reference to 'unblest' coupled with the intimation that their fates were predetermined (implied by the word 'born') suggests that the Paraguayans are also damned, in a similar fashion to those suffering under Byron's 'hard decree' of predestined damnation, presumably owing to their lack of Christian piety. The mentions of 'grave', 'slavery' and various instances of disease listed elsewhere, bring to mind Byron's 'men' who suffer 'Disease, death, [and] bondage ' under the Upas curse. This association of disease and slavery with the Upas tree represents a key divergence from the Thalaba version, and Southey's linking of these two themes with the mythical tree appears to emulate Byron's passage.
A further correlation with Byron's presentation of the Upas motif can be traced in Southey's description of the eventual fates of the Spanish invaders. Following the lines on the destruction of the land, Southey produces three lines which express sentiments startlingly similar to those in Byron's Upas passages. Southey notes that had the Spanish been willing to undertake 'contented toil', the land would have produced numerous 'treasures'. However, they opted for destruction and enslavement, which will result in the need for 'priest and penance ' to assuage their 'guilt' and nullify the 'venom' which arms 'the awaken'd sting / Of conscience' as they near death. This impression of punitive retribution against the wicked is reinforced by Southey's depiction of the Spanish '[h]eart-hardened' (3, 3) , which has a scriptural ring and, with the phrase 'accursed', is suggestive of predestined damnation. Southey's interest in the anguish of the guilt-wracked conscience, and his depiction of it as venomous, in conjunction with the presentation of the Spanish as a physical incarnation of the absent Upas, could represent his understanding of Byron's use of the Upas as a metaphor for the 'woes we see not'. Certainly it parallels Byron's interest in spiritual and mental sufferings rather than physical destruction-an interest not addressed by Southey in his earlier poetic depiction of the Upas Tree.
These similarities open up the possibility that Southey, reading and recognising the influence of his own pen in Childe Harold's Pilgrimage IV, 126, embarked upon a process of re-appropriation-certainly just as Southey's Upas imagery provided a model for Byron to emulate, so too does Southey's interest in a metaphorical poison and mental agony seem to be authorised by Byron's work. One could argue that Byron's verses give Southey a means of expressing his views of the destructive Spanish presence in Paraguay. However, Southey's departures from the Byronic mould, rendering the Spanish conquerors both the venom and its victim, result in a more complex representation of the Upas Tree theme. Moreover, the weightiness of Southey's Spenserian stanza lends a gravitas to his commentary on European colonialism and the treatment of indigenous peoples, which is missing from Byron's provocative discourse upon the nature and source of sin.
In conclusion, what becomes evident when contrasting these renditions of the Upas Tree motif is a series of appropriations and re-appropriations, as Southey and Byron engage in a dialogue. While Darwin was undoubtedly a source for Southey, his 'gilded cymbals' create an atmosphere of melancholic reminiscence rather than shocked revulsion. This is diametrically opposed to the stark descriptions of rotting fish carcasses floating on an empty sea, and poisoned rain falling from the skies to sear the earth, ultimately caused by a wrathful divinity wreaking vengeance, which Byron, I think, more or less lifted from Thalaba. Byron's interpretation owes far more to 'soaring' Southey and 'tremendous Thalaba' than it does to Darwin's 'unmeaning rhyme'. In turn, Southey's second portrayal of the Upas legend is possibly indebted to Byron for its conception of the Tree as a metaphor, both for the evils of the Spanish dominion in Paraguay, and the 'sting' of the guilty conscience which will torment the 'accursed' invaders on their death beds.
